Given the scarcity of sources for the economic and social history of the English medieval town, especially for the period before the Black Death, historians have turned gratefully to the Exchequer lay subsidy returns and have used such returns to compile a ranking of England's towns, to calculate the distribution of wealth within particular towns and to provide information about their tax-populations, richer taxpayers, and the occupations and geographical origins of their inhabitants. 1 Yet medieval taxation records are 'notoriously treacherous documents to interpret' and can easily produce an impression of statistical exactness which is quite misleading. 2 This paper will assess the reliability of such evidence and, using illustrations particularly from the Lincolnshire towns of Boston and Grimsby, will examine the kind of information which it can provide about English urban society in the first half of the fourteenth century.
of the Ancient Demesne of the Crown paid at a tenth whilst the rest of the country paid at a fifteenth. In such years, Grimsby, like most royal boroughs, was taxed at the higher rate; Boston, although wealthier and more populous than Grimsby, was, along with many other seignorial boroughs, taxed at the lower rate. Thus the two rates of taxation cannot simply be distinguished as 'urban' and 'rural' payments. 4 Tax assessments were made by local men who prepared a detailed account listing the names of the taxpayers, the property assessed, its value, and the tax due from each taxpayer. It is in this form that the Grimsby account of 1297 survives. 5 The property of these local tax collectors was, in turn, valued by commissioners appointed by the Crown to supervise the collection of the tax in each county. The Boston account for 1297 is such an assessment on the town's four collectors. 6 These county commissioners then produced another roll containing only the minimum information needed for tax collection, i.e. the names of the taxpayers in each community and the amount due from each of them. It is in this form that the bulk of the lay subsidy returns have survived, including those for Boston7 and Grimsby8 for 1327 and 1332. In 1334, as in 1332, a grant of a fifteenth and a tenth was made to the Crown but, in practice, payments in this year took the form of sums negotiated with each local community. These sums then fossilized at their 1334 level so that future grants of so-called 'tenths and fifteenths' were no longer based on genuine individual assessments. Thus, apart from the ninth and fifteenth levied in 1340, the returns of the subsidies on movables from 1334 consist merely of the name of each community and the amount due from it. 9
It is tempting to see the lay subsidy returns as a means to calculate the distribution of movable wealth in a particular community. Beresford has described the returns as 'material evidence' for the distribution of non-landed wealth and more recently these sources have been used to indicate the distribution of wealth in Shrewsbury and Winchester. 10 Yet the use of such records for this purpose is open to serious question. An immediate problem is that of the under-assessment of individuals. If, as Willard suggests, local taxers adopted a customary exemption so that taxation would not threaten an individual's livelihood, then, depending upon the capital required for a particular trade or craft, great variations in individual wealth would be hidden from our sight by the subsidy returns. 11 Thus in Grimsby in 1297 Osmond the Tanner was assessed only on the tanned leather in his possession, while other movables, such as tools and household goods, upon which his fellow townsmen were assessed, and tanning vats, which were taxed in other towns, were excluded from taxation. Cromarty sees the assessments as 'reasonably realistic' in terms of current sale prices, but the real problem is how the taxers determined what was to be taxed in the first place, a problem to which we have no definite answer. Stanley has even argued that the assessments were not genuine assessments on movables at all but were rather the result of broader judgements by the taxers of an individual's wealth. Certainly, the frequent concentration of taxassessments on a few round sums suggests that the detail about taxpayers' movables recorded in local taxers' rolls should not lead us into regarding them as literal indications of an individual's movable wealth. 12
Perhaps an even more serious problem for the reliability of the subsidy returns is the total evasion of taxation by men whom we might have expected to appear in the subsidy rolls. In 1327, for instance, 48 Grimsby taxpayers contributed to the town's twentieth yet five years later the local taxers were able to find 79 taxpayers to contribute towards the town's tenth. In fact, the growth in the number of new taxpayers was even larger than these figures imply because only 25 of the 1327 taxpayers were included in the taxation of 1332. The 1332 assessment thus has 31 more taxpayers than the 1327 return but includes 52 new names, a far higher turnover of taxpayers than that found at Shrewsbury by Cromarty. This growth was not the result of the lowering of the official taxation minimum from ten shillings of movable property in 1327 to six shillings in 1332, since no Grimsby taxpayers were assessed on less than ten shillings in 1332: the local taxers, in practice, retained the taxation minimum of 1327. 13 The Grimsby taxers of 1332 were thus able, without changing the taxation minimum, to spread the net of taxation far wider than they had in 1327.
Another problem in the use of the subsidies as a source for the distribution of wealth is the wide fluctuation in the assessments of particular taxpayers. Of the 25 Grimsby men taxed in both 1327 and 1332, 10 had identical valuations of movable property at both dates. Other taxpayers, however, had widely divergent assessments. Naturally, we should expect some variation over time but not, perhaps, as much as for Peter de Wyom and Hugh de Cotes, assessed on £4 Os. 5d. and £4 13s. 4d. respectively in 1327, but both assessed on only 12s. 6d. in 1332. The mean variation for such assessments at Grimsby (using 1327 as the base) was 37 per cent. Although the Boston account for 1327 is now incomplete, 39 taxpayers can be identified in the returns of both 1327 and 1332. Here, the mean variation of such assessments between the two returns was even greater, at 80 per cent, although modal average variations between 1327 and 1332 of 20-29 per cent in Grimsby and 30-39 per cent at Boston are perhaps more significant. Such varying assessments of the wealth of individuals means either that the assessments were less accurate at some dates than others or that the type of wealth assessed was liable to violent fluctuation.
The fluctuations in the number of townsmen assessed for taxation and the variations in their valuations at Boston and Grimsby are both related to a further key issue: the anticipation by local taxers of the post-1334 practice of adopting a fixed valuation for their town. Thus, in the twentieth of 1327, the Grimsby valuation was £83 17s. Id.; in the tenth of 1332, it was £83 17s. lid. These valuations were, however, notional sums: the actual burden of payment was determined by the rate of taxation. In 1332 the Grimsby taxpayers faced a doubling in the rate of taxation. In order to spread this extra burden, the taxers brought into their net a large number of townsmen excluded in 1327. Thus, although the rate of taxation had doubled, individual payments rose only slightly from an average of Is. 9d. in 1327 to 2s. \d. in 1332. As a result, neither return can be used to estimate the local distribution of movable wealth: the 1327 return excludes a large number of potential taxpayers within the town, whilst the 1332 return, although more comprehensive, had its assessments determined by dividing up a taxvaluation inherited from 1327.
The Boston taxers of 1332 also anticipated the official post-1334 practice of dividing a predetermined sum between local taxpayers. In 1327 the town was assessed on £913 11s. 3d.; five years later it was assessed on £914 15s. 3d. Yet, although Boston faced an increase in the burden of taxation of a third, from the twentieth of 1327 to the fifteenth of 1332, the taxers, unlike those in Grimsby, actually reduced the number of taxpayers in the town. In 1332 the tax was paid by 134 taxpayers; the town's 1327 account is damaged and includes only 70 per cent of its render but, even so, it is possible to identify 134 individual tax-payments from this year. Thus average tax-payments increased at Boston in 1332, not only because of the increase in the rate of taxation, but also because the local taxers cast their net less widely than in 1327.
Individual tax-payments at Boston in 1332 were increased even further by the local taxers' decision to adopt a taxation minimum of thirty shillings' worth of movables even though the official minimum in 1332, for communities assessed at a fifteenth, should have been ten shillings. This exclusion of poorer taxpayers was common, perhaps, as Willard suggested, through evasion, bribery, or the desire of the richer townsmen to relieve the poor through 'good nature or fear', 14 or perhaps because the taxers made their own task easier by excluding a mass of poorer taxpayers who would have contributed little to the taxation. Once again, in Boston as in Grimsby, the practice of dividing a predetermined assessment between a fluctuating number of taxpayers prevents us from using the returns as genuine indicators of the town's distribution of movable wealth.
At Stamford, another solution to the problem of the doubling in the rate of taxation between 1327 and 1332 was adopted. The town's valuation (along with its suburb of Bredecroft) fell from £646 Os. lOd. in 1327 to only £312 3s. 4d. in 1332, the number of taxpayers rising slightly from 172 in 1327 to 183 in 1332. 15 Yet, as the taxers had halved the town's total valuation, its actual payment remained much the same at both dates: £32 6s. Qd. in 1327, £31 4s. 4d. in 1332. Whilst the Grimsby taxers worked from a stable valuation and varied the number of taxpayers according to the rate of taxation, the Stamford taxers kept a stable payment by reducing individual valuations as the rate of taxation rose. Other towns adopted very different taxation practices. At Lincoln, the city was assessed on £1024 10s. for the twentieth of 1327, when its tax-population was 520, and on £915 11s. 8J. for the tenth of 1332, when its tax-population was 435. As a result, the average individual tax-payment at Lincoln doubled in line with the increase in the rate of taxation. At Grantham, too, the town's tax-population fell from 84 in 1327 to 69 in 1332 despite an increase in its rate of taxation from a twentieth to a fifteenth. As the town's total payment also rose between these dates, from £14 4s. lOd. to £17 6s. 10J., average individual payments, as at Lincoln, rose substantially. 16 A final problem in estimating the distribution of movable wealth amongst townsmen is that individual taxpayers were liable to taxation wherever they owned such property. Yet, given our lack of sources, it is often impossible to know whether those names which occur in the tax-lists of a number of places actually refer to only one individual. In 1327, for instance, six names which appear amongst the Grimsby taxpayers also appear in the villages of the surrounding wapentake of Bradley, yet only one of these (John Canon) can be firmly identified as a Grimsby taxpayer. 17 This problem has been neglected in the past yet a u ibid., 90-2. The practices adopted by local taxers thus played a key role in determining the apparent distribution of wealth within a particular community. At Grimsby, the 'taxation pyramid' revealed by the subsidies presents a totally different shape in each year. Indeed, only Lincoln, of the main Lincolnshire towns, exhibits any constancy in its distribution of movable wealth between 1327 and 1332 (table 1). However, at Lincoln, the stable distribution of wealth revealed by the citizens' tax-valuations is replaced by very different patterns of distribution if we use their tax-payments. Stamford's practice of retaining a stable tax-payment and tax-population between 1327 and 1332 means, of course, that its distribution of wealth is far more constant when measured by this method than in towns such as Grimsby and Boston (table 2) . An alternative means of calculating distributions of wealth from the subsidy returns is that used by Keene for Winchester. Here, the wealth assessed for taxation is divided into four approximately equal portions, ranging from the poorest taxpayers (group 1) to the richest (group 4). As table 3 shows, the practices adopted by the local taxers at Grimsby meant that no stable distribution of wealth emerges when the subsidies of 1327 and 1332 are analysed in this way. Even if a stable pattern had emerged, it would be difficult to interpret its significance, given that the range of wealth assessed for each group was so different at the two dates. 18 What the subsidies undoubtedly do reveal is the concentration of a large proportion of urban wealth in the hands of a few townsmen. Thus at Grimsby in 1327 the five Grimsby taxpayers assessed on £4 or more represented 10 per cent of the town's tax-population yet accounted for 36 per cent of its taxable wealth. Similarly, at Boston in 1332, ten taxpayers (8 per cent of the tax-population) accounted for 25 per cent of the town's taxable wealth. Nevertheless, Stanley argues that the range '* Keene, Medieval Winchester, 405-12.
of wealth between the richest and the poorest taxpayers is not as great as we might have expected, and Hilton has suggested that corruption may have led to the wealth of richer townsmen being under-assessed by the taxers. Certainly, the complaints made in 1298 against the Lincolnshire local taxers include such favouritism to certain taxpayers and the excessive taxation of others. Furthermore, richer townsmen were more likely to have substantial amounts of wealth in the form of land, which was excluded from taxation; in debts, which were technically liable to taxation but were, in practice, difficult to assess; and in bullion and money, which rarely appear in local tax-rolls amongst the townsmen's assessed goods. 19 Such omissions certainly mean that the subsidy returns could minimize the real inequalities of wealth within medieval English towns. We need also to take into account the fact that the majority of the urban population were too poor to be taxed. Their inclusion would only emphasize further the extremes of wealth which existed within medieval urban society.
The subsidy rolls also emphasize that such extremes of wealth were more developed in some towns than in others. Saul has defined the Yarmouth upper class in 1332 as those assessed on £5 or more of movables. At Grimsby, however, only two out of the 228 individual tax-assessments from 1297, 1327, 1332 and 1340 fall into this category: William Toller, assessed on £13 6s. Sd. in 1327, and John Reyner, assessed on £6 in 1340. Toller stood head and shoulders above the other Grimsby taxpayers yet his assessment would not have stood out in other English towns: at York, in the same year, the maximum assessment was on £26 of movables, at Yarmouth in 1332 on £30 of movables, and at Winchester in the same year on £40. 20 Nor would Toller's wealth have made him prominent in Boston where, in 1332, eleven men were taxed on £15 or more and one man, John Tumby, had as much as £70 of movables. The two richest Boston taxpayers of 1332, assessed at £70 and £30, were together taxed on more wealth than all 79 of the Grimsby taxpayers.
It was in those towns, such as Boston, whose merchants had an involvement in the international trade in wool, wine, and cloth, and who served a large, regional hinterland, that social differentiation was likely to be most developed. At Grimsby, where the townsmen relied on the local market and on the coastal trade in grain, malt, coal, beans, turves, and fish, such extremities of wealth were less pronounced. One need not believe in the literal truth of the subsidies' assessments to appreciate the contrast they suggest between the wealth of the inhabitants of towns such as Boston and Yarmouth on the one hand and Grimsby on the other.
To sum up: the use of the lay subsidy returns as indicators of the distribution of wealth in early fourteenth-century towns faces a number of obstacles. First, the taxation was only on movable property rather than landed income or wages, and the taxers may have worked with a customary exemption from taxation which would vary between individual taxpayers. Secondly, a large number of prominent burgesses could be omitted altogether from taxation. Thirdly, if we take into account only the movable wealth held by individual taxpayers within a particular town, we may be excluding from consideration substantial amounts of property upon which they were assessed in other places. Finally, the taxers worked from preconceived notions of their town's tax-valuation (as at Boston and Grimsby) or tax-payment (as at Stamford), which, in practice, predetermined the 'distribution of wealth' revealed by the subsidies. Nevertheless, the subsidy returns do emphasize the extreme inequalities of wealth to be found within English towns and indicate that such extremes of wealth had developed to a greater extent in towns such as Boston than those such as Grimsby.
If we are to avoid a retreat into total scepticism about the reliability of the lay subsidies then we must put them to the most straightforward of uses. One such use is as evidence for the ranking of urban wealth. Even here, however, there are problems. Glasscock, for instance, ranks towns according to their tax-valuations so as to avoid comparing payments made at a fifteenth with those made at a tenth. He thus ranks Boston as the fourth richest provincial town in 1334. Hoskins, on the other hand, constructs his urban hierarchy on the basis of tax-payments and so ranks Boston as tenth. There is a similar problem in the interpretation of the assessments of individual taxpayers. At Winchester, Keene sees the halving of the city's modal per capita tax-valuation from 20s. in 1327 to 10s. in 1332 as an indication of'real changes in the social and economic structure' of the city. Yet if we use actual tax-payments as indicators of individual wealth then the modal average would have been exactly the same in the tenth of 1332 as in the twentieth of 1327. As we have seen, fourteenth-century taxers were, like modern historians, divided between those who worked from a predetermined tax-valuation and those who thought in terms of actual tax-payments. Hadwin has shown that, in general, tax-payments were more stable than tax-valuations. 21 Nevertheless, the fact that, even within a single county, some towns worked from tax-valuations whilst others thought in terms of tax-payments makes it difficult to come up with a consistent ranking either in terms of valuations or of payments.
It was the taxation practices adopted in particular towns which determined how many townsmen were brought into the net of taxation in any given year. This means, of course, that a town's tax-population gives little indication of its actual population. In Staffordshire, Slater found that in the subsidy of 1327, with its low rate of taxation, the net of taxation was spread particularly widely. In Lincolnshire, too, as we have seen, tax-populations sometimes fell between 1327 and 1332 (Boston, Lincoln, Grantham) although in other towns (Stamford, Grimsby) they increased between these dates. The 1332 subsidy returns, which survive particularly well for Lincolnshire, allow us to attempt to construct hierarchies of urban tax-populations, taxpayments, and tax-assessments, but in practice they are best used simply to indicate the vast gulf in population, and particularly in wealth, between the county's leading centres (Lincoln, Stamford, Boston) on the one hand and towns even of the importance of Grimsby and Grantham on the other (table 4) . .\<>fcs: Lincoln, Grimsby and Caistor paid at a tenth, the other towns at a fifteenth. Stamford includes the suburbs of Bredecroft (which paid at a tenth) and Stamford Barren (which paid at a fifteenth).
Another well-known use of the subsidies is as evidence for migration, since the place-name surnames which they contain were, at this date, still an indication of where taxpayers, or at least their recent ancestors, had originated. However, a major obstacle for historians is the fact that many such surnames could apply to a number of different places. To overcome this problem, early studies of migration assumed that place-name surnames referred to the nearest settlement of that name. 22 Yet, if we begin with this assumption, the patterns of migration which emerge will necessarily emphasize the importance of nearby places as a source of urban population. For this reason, recent studies have stressed the need to rely on non-ambiguous place-names as evidence for the origins of migrants. 23 McClure has defined a town's primary catchment area for migrants as that within which half of the migrants originated or outside which the number of migrants rapidly drops off. In the subsidy returns of the villages and small market towns of Nottinghamshire this catchment area fell within a radius of about 7 miles, at Leicester within 10, at Nottingham within 15, at Norwich, Winchester and York within 20, at Bristol within 25, and at London within 40 miles. 24 At Grimsby the lay subsidies from 1297 to 1340 provide us with 24 non-ambiguous place-name surnames which indicate that the town had a surprisingly large primary catchment area with half of these places falling within a radius of 15 miles, compared to the 7-mile radius served by Grimsby's market (table 5) . 25 Perhaps, as a port, Grimsby confounds the correlation between the population of a town and the size of its catchment area found in the inland towns studied by McClure, although with its smaller sample of non-ambiguous place-names (24 as compared with Leicester's 49 and Nottingham's 86) such results should be treated with caution.
Kristensson has argued that, in the period 1290-1350, Lindsey's dialect had more in common with that of Yorkshire than with that of the southern divisions of Lincolnshire, and has shown the importance of migrants from Yorkshire to Lindsey, compared with those from Holland, Kesteven, and Nottinghamshire, from which Lindsey was isolated by the marshes of the Trent and the Witham. 26 This is certainly borne out in Grimsby, where the majority of migrants originated in north Lincolnshire itself and few came from beyond the Witham or the Trent. However, as in Lindsey as a whole, the Humber did not act as a barrier. Migrants came to Grimsby from both the East and the West Ridings of Yorkshire -the latter explaining the number of migrants to the town from within a radius of 40-49 miles. As a check on the evidence for migration to Grimsby provided by the lay subsidies we can use the 28 non-ambiguous place-name surnames of Grimsby inhabitants which occur in the royal records in print between 1297 and 1340. 27 As 17 of these are also to be found in the lay subsidies, the general impression of migration obtained from both the subsidies and the printed evidence is very similar, with an emphasis on migrants from north-east Lincolnshire and along the Humber (table  5) . The royal records are more likely to include references to Grimsby's richer inhabitants who acted as agents of the Crown. Such men seem to have migrated from more distant places than those identified from the lay subsidies. Thus the printed sources suggest that Grimsby's primary catchment area extended to 20 miles and that migrants were more likely to have come from over 40 miles away, including East Anglia, south Lincolnshire, and West Yorkshire.
At Boston, ambiguous place-names present a particularly difficult problem so that, disappointingly, only 28 place-names may definitely be identified from its taxation returns. The town's primary catchment area extended to 25 miles from Boston compared with only 15 miles at Grimsby and 20 miles at Lincoln. 28 Within this area, the wapentakes of Holland and of south Lindsey were naturally prominent, and there was little overlap with the villages of north Lincolnshire which Grimsby drew upon. East Anglia was also a prominent source of immigrants. As one of England's leading provincial ports and the site of one of its major fairs, Boston also attracted migrants from a number of the larger towns of its Midlands hinterland: Derby, Lincoln, Leicester, Coventry and, even farther west, Hereford (table 6). include references to sixteen different occupational surnames, seven of which are to be found in the lay subsidies. 31
The local taxers' rolls, with their details of the movable goods upon which taxpayers were assessed, should give us, where they survive, some indication of the occupations and sources of the wealth of medieval townsmen. In practice, however, the Grimsby account of 1297 reveals the occupations of few of its 36 taxpayers: three men were assessed on tanned leather -William de Waltham, 'pedlar', was assessed on 18s. of merchandise, whilst Hugh the Dyer was one of two men taxed on woad (his 5s. 9d. of woad being rather less than the 48s. which he had owed to Amiens merchants for woad in 1294). 32 Surprisingly, there are few references to fish in the surviving assessments (although other sources reveal the importance of the trade in fish in the borough's economy) and only five men were taxed on herrings, the type of fish most prominent in other sources. The account often fails to specify the nature of the movables assessed, referring only to 'goods' or 'merchandise', although richer taxpayers tended to be assessed on a variety of specified forms of movable wealth. In general, three main types of property predominated amongst such assessments: grain and malt; animals; and linen, wool, and tools. The port of Grimsby acted as one of the outlets for the grain-producing area of north Lincolnshire and shipped grain northwards to Scotland and Newcastle, south to London and other east-coast ports, and even to Calais and the Low Countries. Foodstuffs thus accounted for 47 per cent of the surviving valuations of specified movables, a similar proportion to that found in the Bedfordshire towns studied by Biddick. As in Bedfordshire, the most common forms of grain to be taxed at Grimsby were those used for brewing: barley (9 taxpayers) and dredge (8 taxpayers), whilst 4 taxpayers were assessed on malt, whereas at Shrewsbury oats and rye dominated. 33 Seven of the Grimsby taxpayers were assessed on animals: all were amongst the richest third of the Grimsby taxpayers but few were taxed on more than a couple of beasts. In the absence of local tax-rolls detailing taxpayers' movables from Bradley wapentake, it is impossible to know whether the Grimsby taxpayers owned larger flocks or herds in the villages nearby. Finally, 16 Grimsby taxpayers were assessed on wool, linen, and unspecified tools in their possession, whilst one man was assessed on cloth. The only other movable property noted in the 1297 return is silver and a few particularly valuable household goods such as mazers and silver spoons.
In general, the 1297 return suggests that the inhabitants of towns such as Grimsby depended for their livelihood on meeting the demand for basic commodities such as food, drink, textiles, and leather-goods, and that the town's economy depended on the processing of the agricultural produce of the surrounding district, rather than on the overseas trade which is so well-documented by the Exchequer customs accounts for ports such as Boston. The building trades are, however, conspicuous by their absence from the return (apart from one assessment on nails) and from the occupational surnames listed in the town's subsidy returns.
Statistical sources for medieval history are so few and far between that it would be churlish not to use them whenever possible. Yet the evidence of the lay subsidies, tempting though it seems to the urban historian, permits us to see medieval society only indirectly, through the prism of local taxation practices. It is when we put the subsidies to their simplest uses or, as Hadwin suggests, when we employ them as a means to suggest hypotheses or to supplement information obtained from other sources that they will be of most value. For example, between the unpopular subsidy of 1297 and that of 1334, Lincolnshire's taxvaluation rose by over 40 per cent, although its actual tax-payment hardly altered; at Grimsby, however, the borough's valuation fell by over 30 per cent between these dates, and its' payment by over 40 per cent. Given the vagaries of local tax-valuations, this decline would not, in itself, be particularly significant but, when placed in the context of the burgesses' complaints about the silting of the town haven and the growth of rivals in its local marketing, coastal trade, and fishing, it may be another indication of the problems faced by Grimsby in the period before the Black Death. 34 The more complicated uses to which the subsidies tempt us, such as calculating the local distribution of wealth, are, however, less likely to be confirmed by other sources. It is here that we must 'tread most warily and beware of any presumption of innocence.' 35
